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1
TIMERS AND METHODS THEREOF FOR
COMPUTING DEVICES

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present embodiments relate to computing devices and
associated methods thereof.

BACKGROUND

Computing devices use timers either in hardware, soft-
ware or a combination thereof. The timers are typically used
to trigger exception processing when certain expected events
do not occur within an interval. A timer typically has a
resolution that allows the timer to send a notification at
certain intervals, for example, 5 milliseconds (ms), 10 ms
and so forth.

As computing devices continue to improve and perform
complex tasks, the use of timers also continue to increase.
Often a computing device having a plurality of modules/
components uses a plurality of timers’ often with different
resolutions. Managing the plurality of timers’ becomes
challenging due to the number of timers and the different
resolution levels. It is desirable to have an efficient mecha-
nism for handling timers with resolutions that may be
associated with different events.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The various present embodiments now will be discussed
in detail with an emphasis on highlighting the advantageous
features. These novel and non-obvious embodiments are
depicted in the accompanying drawings, which are for
illustrative purposes only. These drawings include the fol-
lowing figures, in which like numerals indicate like parts:

FIG. 1A is a functional block diagram of a system, used
according to one embodiment;

FIG. 1B shows an example of using a plurality of timers
in a computing device;

FIG. 1C shows a timer management system, according to
one embodiment;

FIG. 1D shows an example of using the timer manage-
ment system of FIG. 1C: and

FIGS. 2A-2C show process flow diagrams, according to
one embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The following detailed description describes the present
embodiments with reference to the drawings. In the draw-
ings, reference numbers label elements of the present
embodiments. These reference numbers are reproduced
below in connection with the discussion of the correspond-
ing drawing features.

As a preliminary note, any of the embodiments described
with reference to the figures may be implemented using
software, firmware, hardware (e.g., fixed logic circuitry),
manual processing, or a combination of these implementa-
tions. The terms “logic”, “module”, “component”, “system”,
and “functionality”, as used herein, generally represent
software, firmware, hardware, or a combination of these
elements. For instance, in the case of a software implemen-
tation, the terms logic, module, component, system, and
functionality represent machine executable code that per-
forms specified tasks when executed on a processing device
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or devices (e.g., hardware based central processing units).
The program code can be stored in one or more computer
readable memory devices.

More generally, the illustrated separation of logic, mod-
ules, components, systems, and functionality into distinct
units may reflect an actual physical grouping and allocation
of software, firmware, and/or hardware, or can correspond to
a conceptual allocation of different tasks performed by a
single software program, firmware program, and/or hard-
ware unit. The illustrated logic, modules, components, sys-
tems, and functionality may be located at a single site (e.g.,
as implemented by a processing device), or may be distrib-
uted over a plurality of locations. The term “machine-
readable media” and the like refers to any kind of non-
transitory storage medium for retaining information in any
form, including various kinds of storage devices (magnetic,
optical, static, etc.).

The embodiments disclosed herein, may be implemented
as a computer process (method), a computing system, or as
an article of manufacture, such as a computer program
product or non-transitory, computer-readable media. The
computer program product may be computer storage media,
readable by a computer device, and encoding a computer
program of instructions for executing a computer process.
The computer program product may also be readable by a
computing system, and encoding a computer program of
instructions for executing a computer process.

System 10:

FIG. 1A shows a block diagram of a system configured for
use with the various embodiments described herein. System
10 includes a computing system 12 (may also be referred to
as “host system 12”) coupled to an adapter 14 that interfaces
with a network 16 for communicating with other devices 54
and 56. The network 16 and devices 54 and 56 may include,
for example, additional computing systems, servers, storage
systems, storage devices, and other devices.

The computing system 12 may include one or more
processors 18, also known as a hardware-based, central
processing unit (CPU). The processor 18 executes computer-
executable process steps out of a memory 28 and interfaces
with an interconnect 20, which may also be referred to as a
computer bus 20. Processor 18 may be, or may include, one
or more programmable general-purpose or special-purpose
microprocessors, digital signal processors (DSPs), program-
mable controllers, application specific integrated circuits
(ASICs), programmable logic devices (PLDs), or the like, or
a combination of such hardware devices.

The computer bus 20 may be, for example, a system bus,
a Peripheral Component Interconnect (PCI) bus (or PCI
Express bus), a HyperTransport or industry standard archi-
tecture (ISA) bus, a SCSI bus, a universal serial bus (USB),
an Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE)
standard 1394 bus (sometimes referred to as “Firewire®”),
or any other kind of interconnect.

An adapter interface 22 enables computing system 12 to
interface with adapter 14, as described below. The comput-
ing system 12 also includes other devices and interfaces 24,
which may include a display device interface, a keyboard
interface, a pointing device interface, etc. The details of
these components are not germane to the inventive embodi-
ments.

The computing system 12 may further include a storage
device 26, which may be for example a hard disk, a
CD-ROM, a non-volatile memory device (flash or memory
stick) or any other device. Storage 26 may store operating
system program files, application program files, and other
files. Some of these files are stored on storage 26 using an
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installation program. For example, the processor 18 may
execute computer-executable process steps of an installation
program so that the processor 18 can properly execute the
application program.

Memory 28 interfaces with the computer bus 20 to
provide processor 18 with access to memory storage.
Memory 28 may include random access main memory
(RAM). When executing stored computer-executable pro-
cess steps from storage 26, the processor 18 may store and
execute the process steps out of RAM. Read only memory
(ROM, not shown) may also be used to store invariant
instruction sequences, such as start-up instruction sequences
or basic input/output system (BIOS) sequences for operation
of a keyboard (not shown).

With continued reference to FIG. 1A, a link 30 and the
adapter interface 22 couple adapter 14 to the computing
system 12. The adapter 14 may be configured to send and
receive network traffic complying with one or more proto-
cols/standards, for example, Ethernet, Gigabit Ethernet,
Transmission Control Protocol (TCP), Internet Protocol
(IP), Fibre Channel (FC), Fibre Channel over Ethernet
(FCOE), RoCEE, iSCSI and others.

The adapter 14 interfaces with the computing system 12
via a host interface 32 and link 30. In one embodiment, the
host interface 32 may be a Peripheral Component Intercon-
nect (PCI) Express interface coupled to a PCI Express link
(for example, link 30).

Adapter 14 includes a processor 34 that executes firmware
instructions out of memory 36 to control overall adapter 14
operations. The adapter 14 may also include storage 46,
which may be for example non-volatile memory, such as
flash memory, or any other device. The storage 46 may store
executable instructions and operating parameters that can be
used for controlling adapter operations.

The adapter 14 includes a port 52 that interfaces with a
link 50 for sending and receiving information. In one
embodiment, port 52 includes logic and circuitry for han-
dling information that is sent and received by adapter 14.
The structure of the logic and circuitry would depend on the
link type and the protocol(s) used by adapter 14. Port 52 may
include memory storage locations, referred to as memory
buffers (not shown) to temporarily store information
received from or transmitted to other network devices.

In one embodiment, information that is received by port
52 is processed by a receive module (not shown) and
information that is transmitted by port 52 is handled by
transmit module (not shown). Adapter 14 may have other
modules shown as 44 and their details are not germane to the
embodiments disclosed herein.

Adapter 14 may be configured to process various proto-
cols. The modules for processing and performing protocol
specific operations are shown as protocol processors 38A-
38N. For example, protocol processor 38A may be used for
processing Fibre Channel frames, while processor 38B may
be used for processing iSCSI packets and so forth. It is
noteworthy that although separate processors are being
shown for one protocol, the embodiments disclosed herein
are not limited such situations. The embodiments disclosed
herein are applicable to an architecture where one processor
or processor complex may be used to process more than one
frame/packet type or execute other functions.

Processors 38A-38N may use a timer module 40 to track
different operations, for example, to track different connec-
tions via port 52. The timer module may have an arm module
40A that is used to arm the timers i.e. set a timer so that it
can start ticking. A disarm module 40B is used to de-activate
timers. A fire module 40C is used to fire a timer when it has
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expired i.e. when it reaches a timer value. A scan module
40D is used to scan the timers to determine which are ready
to be fired.

FIG. 1B shows an example of processor 38 A that main-
tains a plurality of connections (for example, TCP/IP con-
nections) represented by 42A-42N. Each connection is asso-
ciated with a timer 58A-58N having a plurality of
resolutions. Each timer 58A-58N is associated with a coun-
ter module 60A-60N having a plurality of counters (CNT-
1/CNT-M) that count based on different resolutions for the
timer. Each timer also includes a compare module 62A-62N
with a plurality of modules shown as CMP-1/CMP-M that
compare the timer count to “fire” the timer.

The system shown in FIG. 1B has challenges. For
example, different timers typically have different resolu-
tions. This may require complex logic to track each timer for
each connection. The problem is magnified when there are
multiple processing blocks and each block is maintaining
multiple connections using multiple timers operating at a
plurality of resolutions. The embodiments disclosed herein
provide an efficient system and process for handling a
plurality of timers, as described below in detail with respect
to FIGS. 1C-1D and the process flow diagrams of FIGS.
2A-2C.

FIG. 1C shows a block diagram of a system 63, according
to one embodiment. In system 63, instead of having the
compare and counter hardware integrated with each timer as
shown in FIG. 1B, compare and counter modules (i.e.
64A-64N and 66A-66N) are included with each protocol
processor block 59A (similar to 38A-38N, FIG. 1A) that
maintains the plurality of connections 42A-42N. The com-
pare and counter modules may be implemented as computer
executable instructions or software code. The counter mod-
ule 64A and compare module 66A are implemented in the
protocol processor module 59A to handle different resolu-
tions, as described below in more detail. In one embodiment,
the counter module 64A (and 64N) includes a plurality of
counters (CNT-1/CNT-M) that may be used to track time
based on different resolutions. The compare module 66A
(and 66N) includes a plurality of modules (CMP-1/CMP-M)
corresponding to the plurality of counters.

System 63 also includes a timer module 68 having a
plurality of timers 70A-70N, each timer uniquely identified
by a unique identifier (for example, T1, T2, . . . Tn). The
timer identifier is known to the protocol processor 59A and
may be stored as configuration information at a memory
location or registers (for example, a configuration register
(not shown)).

Timer module 68 includes a timer state module 72,
according to one embodiment. The timer state module 72
may include a plurality of bitmap registers 72A/72B that are
used to store bit values indicating the state of each timer
indicating if the timer is active (i.e. the timer is counting) or
inactive. In one embodiment, a bit value may be used to
indicate the timer state.

In one embodiment, the protocol processor 59A sends a
timer identifier to timer module 68 with a request (74) to arm
a timer (for example, T1). When the timer T1 is armed by
timer module 68, a response 76 is sent by the timer module
68 that identifies the timer that is armed and the bitmap
where a bit indicating the timer state is set. At a later
duration, the protocol processor 59A sends a request 78 to
disarm timer T1 and the timer module 68 disarms T1 and
then sends a response 80 to the protocol processor 59A.
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Timer state module 72 further includes pointer logic 71
that is used to manage a plurality of pointers for scanning the
various timers, as described below in detail with respect to
FIG. 1D.

As shown in FIG. 1D, bitmaps 72A/72B are used to store
a bit value indicating if a timer is active (“A”) or de-active
(i.e. inactive) (“D”). The bitmaps store a bit value associated
with each timer (70A-70N) for indicating if a timer is active
or inactive. Two pointers, firing pointer 82A and current
pointer 82B managed by pointer logic 71 are used to
determine which timers need to be fired at any given time.
For example, at time t=0, firing pointer 82 A points to bitmap
72B. This means that any timer that is active, for example,
timer 5 (as indicated by bit A5) and timer 7 (as indicated by
bit A7,) will be fired when the pointer logic scans the bitmap
pointed to by firing pointer 82A. When the timers are fired,
the bit values in bit map 72B are changed to “D” to indicate
that the timers have been deactivated.

At the same time t=0, the current pointer 82B points to
bitmap 72A that stores various bit values for each timer.
These bit values indicate if a timer is active (shown by A, for
example, A3, A4) or de-active, shown by D (for example,
D1, D2 etc.).

A bitmap scan operation may begin at time T=0. Timers
for which an A bit is set as pointed by the firing pointer 82A
are fired. The scan operation may take a certain amount of
time represented by “d”. Then at time T=0O+d as shown in
FIG. 1D, the pointers are swapped such that the current timer
82B points to bitmap 72B, while the firing timer points to
bitmap 72A. The above process repeats after a certain
duration, for example, N ms later, i.e. at t=0+d+N; bitmaps
are scanned again and the pointers are again swapped at
t=0+d+N+d; and so forth. Here, N ms represents the accu-
racy of each timer (for example, 4 ms), while each timer’s
resolution may be 2*N ms (for example, 8 ms). It is
noteworthy that the example of FIG. 1D shows two bitmaps,
however the adaptive embodiments may use more than two
bitmaps for improved accuracy.

FIG. 2A shows a process 200 for using the timer system
63 of FIGS. 1C/1D, according to one embodiment. The
process begins in block B202, when a timer (identified by a
timer-identifier) is assigned to a task/module/connection.
For example, timer 70A may be assigned to connection 42A
maintained by protocol processor 59A. The connection may
be for sending or receiving information.

In block B204, the timer state at the timer state module 72
is also initialized. In block B206, the counter module 64A
and the compare module 66A for the connection are also
initialized. The counter module 64A and the compare mod-
ule 66A are set based on a desired resolution for timer 70A
and may have a plurality of counters and compare modules.

In block B208, the protocol processor 59A sends a timer-
identifier to timer 70A with a request to arm the timer (74,
FIG. 1C). Then in block B210, the timer module 70A, marks
a bit associated with the identifier to indicate that the timer
is active. The bit is marked in the bit map register that is
marked as “current” using the current pointer 82B, described
above with respect to FIG. 1D.

In block B212, the timer module 70A returns an armed-
timer-identifier to protocol processor 59A, indicating that
the timer is armed and is active (76, FIG. 1C). Timer module
70A creates the returned armed-timed-identifier using the
input timer-identifier, and including an encoding for which
bitmap (X or Y i.e. 72A or 72B in FIG. 1D) had the bit set
as part of the arming operation.

In block B214, the protocol processor module 59A stores
the armed-timer-identifier value as part of state for connec-
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tion 42A at a storage location (not shown). The armed-timer-
identifier value is then used for disarming the timer (depen-
dent on requirements of protocol processing), as described
below in FIG. 2B.

FIG. 2B shows a process 216 for disarming a timer,
according to one embodiment. The process begins in block
B218, when the protocol processor 59A sends request 78 to
disarm a timer. The request includes an armed-timer-iden-
tifier that was stored in block B214 of FIG. 2A (and was thus
previously returned by timer module 70).

In block B220, the timer module 70A decodes the request
to obtain the timer-identifier and the bitmap register 72A or
72B. The bitmap register selected is the one which was
pointed to by the “current” pointer in block B212 when the
armed-timer-identifier value was returned to the protocol
processor S9A. In block B222, the pointer logic 71 marks the
bit for the timer in the identified bitmap as “inactive” and
sends a response 80 to the disarm request.

FIG. 2C shows a process 224 for firing a timer module,
according to one embodiment. The process begins in block
B226, when the “firing” pointer 82A is used to scan one of
bitmaps 72A or 72B. As described above, pointers 82A and
82B alternate the scanning. After the bitmap is identified, in
block B228, the timers whose bits are set as active are fired
and the bit values are then set to “inactive”. After the bitmap
is scanned, the pointer 82A points to the other bitmap. For
example, if bitmap 72A is scanned first, then after block
B22, in block B230, pointer 82A points to bitmap 72B, this
means that this bit map will be scanned next.

The embodiments disclosed herein have various advan-
tages, for example, multiple timers don’t have to track
multiple resolutions. Instead the timer design is simplified
where it maintains bit map registers storing the state of the
timers. Two pointers are used for scanning the bitmaps to fire
any timers that may need to be fired. The modules using the
timers maintain the counter/compare modules for handling
the resolutions for different timers.

Although the present disclosure has been described with
reference to specific embodiments, these embodiments are
illustrative only and not limiting. Many other applications
and embodiments of the present invention will be apparent
in light of this disclosure and the following claims. For
example, the adaptive embodiments are not limited to just
adapters, NICs and other networking devices and instead
can be used in any environment using multiple processing
devices and timers. References throughout this specification
to “one embodiment” or “an embodiment” means that a
particular feature, structure or characteristic described in
connection with the embodiment is included in at least one
embodiment of the present invention. Therefore, it is empha-
sized and should be appreciated that two or more references
to “an embodiment” or “one embodiment” or “an alternative
embodiment” in various portions of this specification are not
necessarily all referring to the same embodiment. Further-
more, the particular features, structures or characteristics
being referred to may be combined as suitable in one or
more embodiments of the invention, as will be recognized
by those of ordinary skill in the art.

What is claimed is:

1. A machine implemented method, comprising:

assigning a timer from a plurality of timers maintained by

a timer state module to a connection maintained by a
processor module from among a plurality of processor
modules of a device;

initializing a counter module and compare module

included on the processor module and maintained by
the processor module for a resolution for the timer;
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wherein the plurality of processor modules include and
maintain associated counter modules and compare
modules for different connections for tracking time
based on different resolutions;

initializing the timer state module for storing an indicator
value indicating a timer state for the timer;

sending a request with an input-timer identifier for arming
the timer, the request sent by the processor module to
a timer module, the timer module including the plural-
ity of timers and the timer state module;

setting the timer state for the timer as active in a first
storage location of the timer state module;

responding to the processor module by the timer module
after the timer is activated with an armed-timer iden-
tifier indicating that the timer is active, where the
armed-timer identifier is based on the input-timer iden-
tifier and encoding for the first storage location;

storing the armed-timer identifier by the processor mod-
ule;

using the armed-timer identifier by the processor module
for requesting a disarm operation; and

decoding the armed-timer identifier by the timer module
to determine the first storage location for disarming the
timer.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the timer state module
stores timer state information at the first storage location and
a second storage location.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the timer state module
includes a pointer logic for managing a first pointer and a
second pointer.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the first pointer is a
firing pointer that points to the first storage location and is
used to determine which of the plurality of timers need to be
fired based on status indicators for each of the plurality of
timers.

5. The method of claim 3, wherein the second pointer
points to the second storage location and is used to mark any
active timers from among the plurality of timers.

6. The method of claim 5, wherein the second pointer
points to the first storage location after the first pointer is
used to fire any timers based on status indicators.

7. A device, comprising:

a processor module from among a plurality of processor
modules for maintaining a connection with another
device; wherein the plurality of processor modules
include and maintain associated counter modules and
compare modules for different connections for tracking
time based on different resolutions; and

a timer module having a plurality of timers and a timer
state module, where the resolution for a timer is main-
tained by one or more processor modules using an
associated counter module and compare module;
wherein the timer state module stores an indicator value
for indicating a timer state for the timer; wherein the
timer is assigned to the connection and the processor
module manages the resolution of the timer;

wherein the processor module sends a request with an
input-timer identifier to the timer module for arming
the timer and the timer module sets the timer state as
active in a first storage location maintained by the timer
state module; wherein the timer module responds to the
processor module after the timer is activated with an
armed-timer identifier that is based on the input-timer
identifier and encoding for the first storage location;
and

wherein the processor module uses the armed-timer iden-
tifier for requesting a disarm operation and the timer
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module decodes the armed-timer identifier to determine
the first storage location for disarming the timer.

8. The device of claim 7, wherein the timer state module
stores timer state information at the first storage location and
a second storage location.

9. The device of claim 8, wherein the timer state module
includes a pointer logic for managing a first pointer and a
second pointer.

10. The device of claim 9, wherein the first pointer is a
firing pointer that points to the first storage location and is
used to determine which of the plurality of timers need to be
fired based on status indicators for each of the plurality of
timers.

11. The device of claim 9, wherein the second pointer
points to the second storage location and is used to mark any
active timers from among the plurality of timers.

12. The device of claim 11, wherein the second pointer
points to the first storage location after the first pointer is
used to fire any timers based on status indicators.

13. A non-transitory, machine readable storage medium
having stored thereon instructions for performing a method,
comprising machine executable code which when executed
by at least one machine, causes the machine to:

assign a timer from a plurality of timers maintained by a

timer state module to a connection maintained by a
processor module from among a plurality of processor
modules of a device;

initialize a counter module and compare module included

on the processor module and maintained by the pro-
cessor module for a resolution for the timer: wherein
the plurality of processor modules include and maintain
associated counter modules and compare modules for
different connections for tracking time based on differ-
ent resolutions;

initialize the timer state module for storing an indicator

value indicating a timer state for the timer;

send a request with an input-timer identifier for arming

the timer, the request sent by the processor module to
a timer module, the timer module including the plural-
ity of timers and the timer state module;

set the timer state for the timer as active in a first storage

location of the timer state module;

respond to the processor module by the timer module after

the timer is activated with an armed-timer identifier
indicating that the timer is active, where the armed-
timer identifier is based on the input-timer identifier
and encoding for the first storage location;

store the armed-timer identifier by the processor module;

use the armed-timer identifier by the processor module for

requesting a disarm operation; and

decode the armed-timer identifier by the timer module to

determine the first storage location for disarming the
timer.

14. The non-transitory, storage medium of claim 13,
wherein the timer state module stores timer state information
at the first storage location and a second storage location.

15. The non-transitory, storage medium of claim 14,
wherein the timer state module includes a pointer logic for
managing a first pointer and a second pointer.

16. The non-transitory, storage medium of claim 15,
wherein the first pointer is a firing pointer that points to the
first storage location and is used to determine which of the
plurality of timers need to be fired based on status indicators
for each of the plurality of timers.
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17. The non-transitory, storage medium of claim 15,
wherein the second pointer points to the second storage
location and is used to mark any active timers from among
the plurality of timers.

18. The non-transitory, storage medium of claim 17, 5
wherein the second pointer points to the first storage location
after the first pointer is used to fire any timers based on status
indicators.
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